Introduction
In the middle of the thirteenth century, the Dominican monk James de Voragine (Iacopo da Varazze, c. 1230-1298) compiled his famous Legenda aurea (the 'Golden Legend'). This immensely influential work, of which almost 1000 medieval Latin manuscripts survive and which was translated into many vernaculars, consisted of a collection of saints' lives and short treatises on the Christian festivals in 175 chapters. In ch. 24, James tells us the famous story of the Seven Sleepers of Ephesus. 1 Briefly summarized it runs as follows:
During the persecution of Christians by the emperor Decius (ca. 250 CE), seven pious young men took refuge in a cave near Ephesus where they fell asleep and were walled up by Decius. When they woke up, initially they thought they had slept only for a short time and sent one of their number, Iamblichus, to the market to get some food. But as he came into the city, everything appeared strange to him: the buildings were changed, Jesus Christ was being talked about freely by the people, and crosses were inscribed on all the city gates. He couldn't believe that this was his Ephesus. Finally he realized that it was no less than 372 years later: Theodosius was the Emperor. (Curiously enough, this is said to have happened not about 622 CE but in the reign of the Emperor Theodosius, either I or II [379-395 and 408-450 CE respectively]). The appearance of the seven young men became the occasion for great ecclesiastical festivity in which also the Emperor participated. All who saw the young men thanked God for the miracle. The cave became a much visited pilgrim site for many centuries. 2 clearly shows that by the end of the fourth century BCE stories were being circulated about people who slept apparently long enough to be useful to Aristotle's argument about the impossibility of the passing of time without change occurring. He is evidently not talking about regular sleep here. And, as we shall presently see, the fact that the story about Epimenides as a long-sleeper in Diogenes Laertius goes back to much earlier sources, makes it very probable that Greek stories about long-sleepers existed already in pre-Christian, perhaps even in pre-Hellenistic times. Although Diogenes only vaguely says that the sources for his chapters on Epimenides were "Theopompus and many other writers" (1.109), it may be taken to be a fact that most of his sources were from the Hellenistic period (Theopompus lived in the fourth century BCE). 5 What he tells us about Epimenides, who supposedly lived in the decades around 600 BCE, is the following:
[Epimenides] was a native of Cnossos in Crete, although, because of his long hair, he did not look like a Cretan. One day he was sent into the country by his father to look for a stray sheep, and at noon he turned aside out of the way and went to sleep in a cave, where he slept for fifty-seven years. After this he got up and went in search of the sheep, thinking he had been asleep only for a short time. And when he could not find it, he came to the farm and found everything changed and another owner in possession. Then he went back to the town in utter perplexity, and there, on entering his own house, he fell in with people who wanted to know who he was.
At length he found his younger brother, now an old man, and learnt the truth from him. So he became famous throughout Greece and was believed to be especially loved by the gods (theophilestatos) (Diog. Laert. 1.109; transl. R.D. Hicks in LCL).
Philoponus says that the myth was that 'certain sick people went to the heroes in Sardinia and were treated, and slept for five days, of which they had no recollection when they awoke' (thus W 
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The final word, theophilestatos, is very important. It indicates that Epimenides' ability to sleep extremely long and survive without food and drink was a special divine favour, a motif that will recur time and again as we shall see. That Diogenes did not invent the story of Epimenides' long sleep is proved by the fact that half a century earlier, the great geographer Pausanias states very briefly in passing that 'people say' (legousin) that Epimenides slept for forty years in a cave (Geogr. 1.14.4). 6 So the motif is older than Pausanias and most probably dates back to the Hellenistic period. We can be rather sure of that because in the middle of the first century CE, Pliny the Elder states that he learnt about a tradition concerning Epimenides' long sleep. He regards it as a fabulous invention (fabulositas), but he nevertheless reports the tradition that Epimenides, "when a boy, being weary with the heat and with travel, slept in a cave for 57 years, and when he woke, just as if it had been on the following day, was surprised at the appearance of things and the change in them" (Nat. hist.
7.175). 7
The origins of the motif remain shrouded in darkness, but it is not completely incomprehensible why it was attached to Epimenides. Like the semi-legendary and mysterious Greek traveler, poet, and miracle-worker Aristeas of Proconnesus, 8 Epimenides, a poet, a holy man, supposed to have been called in to purify Athens after a sacrilegious event, is a very shadowy figure of the late seventh century BCE. The traditions about him were "quickly obscured by legends and miraculous tales" 9 concerning his out-of-the-body experiences, his oracular capacities, his extreme old age (157 or 299 years), his amazing asceticism, his purifying activities, etc. 10 Since tradition assimilated him to the type of a shaman, the story about his long sleep at the beginning of his saga suggests that 'the Greeks had heard of the long "retreat" which is the shaman's novitiate and is sometimes largely 6 In roughly the same period, Maximus of Tyre alludes to "a tale hard to credit if taken at face value … that he Secondly, while the stories of Epimenides and Abimelech overlap in the striking motif of their supernaturally long sleep and the unrecognizability of the world after their awakening, almost everything else is different. But these differences (e.g., the non-dramatic setting of the Epimenides story over against the highly dramatic setting of the Abimelech story) should not make us overlook the fact that in both cases the long sleep is regarded as a divine gift, as a favour on the part of heaven.
Thirdly -and now we come to the main problem -the Abimelech story has been presented so far as our first Jewish specimen of the motif of long-sleepers, but is it? Or rather, is it Jewish at all? Let us face the facts: The Paralipomena Jeremiae as we have it is a Christian text that has been handed down to us via Christian channels. Like all or most other Jewish pseudepigrapha, our text, too, has undergone Christian editing and redaction. How sure can we be that the Abimelech story does not derive from a Christian hand? This question becomes all the more pressing when we see that there seems to be undeniably Christian usage in this passage, e.g. in 5.21, where it says that Jeremiah is in Babylon with the people "in order to announce to them the good news (literally, to preach the Gospel: euangelisasthai) and to teach them the Word" (katêchêsai ton logon). And this is exactly what happens in ch. 9, where Jeremiah preaches the Gospel of Jesus Christ before he is stoned to death. Is this not enough to disqualify our story as a source for Jewish ideas about long-sleepers? 18 Since we need to answer this question before we can tackle the problem of a possible influence of the Greek Epimenides (or a similar) story on a Jewish tradition, we will first briefly have to survey the evidence. Is there any probability in the suggestion that the Jewish author here has taken over a Greek motif? Even though in the cases of both Epimenides and Abimelech we meet men who are described as especially favoured by a deity, there is no reason to think in terms of Greek influence. Stories of long-sleepers are known from a wide variety of cultures 25 and it is reasonable to think that the motif could have sprung up anywhere, independently from other cultures. And that someone who is able to sleep miraculously long can only be enabled to do so by a deity is something that any person in an ancient culture could think up.
Moreover, as we shall see, there are a few other Jewish stories about long-sleepers that do not give us much reason to surmise Greek influence. Let us have a brief look at these texts. 26 I will not discuss the question of whether the stories concern Choni or his grandson, for it is apparent that the transfer to the grandson is only a later development that intends to solve chronological problems in the story, to no avail. 126:1 (see the above quote). He said, "Is it possible for a man to lie dreaming for seventy years?" One day, when he was walking on the road, he saw a man planting a carob tree and asked him, "How long does it take for this tree to bear fruit?" The man answered, "Seventy years." Choni then asked, "Are you sure that you will live for seventy years more?" The man replied, "I found [full-grown] carob trees already planted in the earth, and so, like my forefathers planted these for me, I too plant these for my children." Then he set down to eat and sleep overcame him. As he slept, a rocky hedge enclosed him and hid him from sight. He continued to sleep for seventy years. When he awoke, he saw a man gathering fruit form the carob tree and he asked him, "Are you the man who planted this tree?" The man replied, "I am his grandson." Thereupon Choni said, "Now it is certain that I slept for seventy years!"
The story then continues by saying (I now briefly summarize) that Choni went to his home, but nobody recognized him or believed that he was Choni Ha-Me'aggel; and the same happened again when he went to the Beth Ha-Midrash: he was not recognized and consequently not given the honour due to him. This hurt him so deeply that he asked God to let him die, and he died. "Either companionship or death." temple while in the Bavli it is not. But in all three the motif that the world has completely changed is prominent, albeit more so in the Yerushalmi than in the Bavli story. Both Yerushalmi and 4 Baruch stress that the sleeper was convinced that he had slept only briefly.
While in Yerushalmi there is a mountain with a cave, there is no cave in 4 Baruch (although a mountain is mentioned in 3.10 and 5.9), neither is there in the Bavli version. In the rabbinic stories, Psalm 126 plays an important role, in Yerushalmi only at the end, in Bavli it is the point of departure; in 4 Baruch it is lacking. Only in the Bavli story does Choni die of grief. 31 On the whole, the Yerushalmi version is much closer to 4 Baruch than the Bavli, but the agreements do not warrant a literary dependence. That there is a common dependence on a tradition of Jewish stories that were created after the fall of the temple in 70 CE is, however, obvious. And that a miraculously long sleep during and after the destruction was part of that tradition is beyond doubt. Pierre Bogaert sees it as follows: "L'auteur des Par. 13 circles is not easy to decide, but it is more than reasonable to assume that both Jacob's story and that of Gregory's Syriac source are based upon a Greek original from the latter half of the fifth century which, unfortunately, is now lost. 40 Be that as it may, in one of his poetic homilies (or homiletic poems), Jacob of Sarug tells the story of the Seven Sleepers in what is already basically the form in which we learned about it from the much later Legenda aurea at the beginning of this paper. 41 For that reason it is not necessary to quote his and other late antique versions of the story in extenso. In these versions one finds an enormous variety as regards the names (and even the number) of the long-sleepers, the name of the mountain where they hid in a cave, the name of the city, the number of years that their sleep lasted etc., but the basic storyline remains the same. 42 Much abbreviated, Jacob's version is as follows:
The Emperor Decius comes to Ephesus and orders everyone to sacrifice to the pagan gods. Some boys of the leading families refuse and go into hiding but they are denounced.
Decius orders that they be flogged and kept until he returns. The boys escape and hide in a cave near Ephesus. They take some of their parents' money with them. In the cave they pray to God and God raises up their spirits into heaven and sends a watcher to guard their bodies. 43 On his return, Decius the cave's entrance orders to be blocked. When, after the pagan era, God wants to awaken them, a man in need of building materials re-uses the stones at the cave's entrance and the boys are awakened by the daylight. Then they decide to send one of their number, Iamlikha (=Iamblichus), to the city in order to see if Decius has already returned and they give him some small change to buy bread. Iamlikha is utterly surprised to see crosses above the city gates and wonders whether it is really Ephesus. He tries to buy 40 Thus also Koch, Siebenschläferlegende 2-3, 84-87, and E. Honigmann, "Stephen of Ephesus" 131. bread but among the bread-sellers his archaic coins raise the suspicion that he has found some treasure. He denies it but is taken to the bishop, who questions him. He says that he is the son of one of the leading citizens, but he fails to recognize anyone in the crowd who might rescue him. When he asks where Decius is, people think he has gone mad since that would make Decius 372 years old. Then the boy tells the bishop how he and his companions escaped to the mountain to hide in a cave. The people go up to the mountain and the bishop enters the cave where he greets the boys. He sends a message to the Emperor Theodosius, who immediately comes to Ephesus. Theodosius offers to build a shrine on the spot, but the boys decline and say all this has happened to prove the truth of the resurrection. They lie down, the Emperor covers them with his mantle, and again they sleep peacefully, i.e., they die.
The version of Gregory of Tours, written about 590 CE, is much shorter (De gloria martyrum 94[95]). 44 Basically, the story is the same as in Jacob of Sarug, but there are some differences: the number of years the young men slept is given as 'many' (not as 372); it is explicitly said that, just before the men woke up again, "the impure heresy of the Sadducees, who denied that there was a resurrection, was spreading"; and after the Emperor entered the cave, the men spoke at length to him about the resurrection.
We will now first look briefly at the circumstances which gave rise to this legend, at least according to a probable historical reconstruction (partly based upon sources later than Jacob and Gregory). 47 Moreover, the earliest surviving Syriac manuscript containing the story dates to a period no later than around 500 CE; see Brock, "Jacob of Serugh's Poem" 14.
48 Honigmann, "Stephen of Ephesus" 142.
49 That Stephen's name does not occur in most preserved versions of the story is because he was edited out after his condemnation at the council of Chalcedon of 451.
If we assume that the Abimelech story, with its setting in the First Temple period, is of Jewish origin, which seems almost certain, we cannot but conclude that the Christian originator(s) of the legend of the Seven Sleepers of Ephesus knew this story and borrowed heavily from it. 50 What both stories have in common is, first, the setting in a period of great upheaval: the destruction of the Jerusalem temple and the deportation of the Jews to Babylon on the one hand and the persecution of the Christians by Decius on the other. Second, there is the central motif of falling asleep, which happens in or near a mountain. Third, there is the element of the return to the city after the sleep, followed -fourth -by the utter amazement about the total change of the world which has become well-nigh unrecognizable. Fifth, there is a dialogue between the sleeper and the inhabitants of the city. Sixth, both Abimelech and Iamblichus begin to wonder whether they have lost their wits. Finally, it seems that even the names of the protagonists are related: Abimelech and Iamblichus (or Malchus) have names (m-l-ch) that are too similar to go unnoticed. These agreements are too many and too striking to be coincidental! They cannot be explained as deriving from general folklore. We must assume that the creator of the Christian legend knew the Jewish story of the pious longsleepers. That Christians did know this Jewish story is certain. The proof is that the Abimelech story has been handed down to us only in the christianized form of the Paralipomena and the same story is also found in the Christian Coptic translation of the originally Jewish Jeremiah Apocryphon. 51 Both writings certainly predate, in their christianized form, the origin of the story of the Seven Sleepers which is to be dated about 450 CE. So knowledge of this Jewish story in Christian circles before the middle of the fifth century is demonstrable. 52 That its adoption and adaptation in a Christian setting was possibly facilitated by the fact that these Greek Christians perhaps also already knew the story about the miraculously long sleep of Epimenides cannot be proven but cannot be denied either. After all, the Seven Sleepers were, like Epimenides (and, of course, Choni and
